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Program Overview 

Colonial Life History Mystery focuses on ways that historians unravel mysteries from the past. Through 
interactive discussions and hands-on activities, students will become historians as they use observations, 
hypothesis, and analysis to identify artifacts from the Civil War time period. 

The Preprogram Activities include a discussion sheet and a work sheet. The Postprogram Activities 
include several articles from Tar Heel Junior Historian magazine and suggested activities. These materials 
will help students focus more on the Civil War in North Carolina and will also encourage them to think about 
how historians and scientists use observation, analysis, and hypothesis of artifacts to figure out what 
happened in the past. 
 
 

Colonial Resources from the North Carolina Museum of History 
 
Colonial North Carolina History-in-a-Box 

Geography played a major role in the settlement patterns of colonial North Carolina. Explore colonial family 
life and learn about the cultures of four groups that settled in the state’s three regions. Examine reproduction 
artifacts, play with toys, and listen to period music. Learn about clothing, housing, cooking, education, and 
trade.The kit is available for loan for three weeks at no charge (you pay return UPS shipping). To order, call 
919-807-7984 or go to http://ncmuseumofhistory.org/edu/HistoryBox.html for an order form. 
 
 

http://ncmuseumofhistory.org/edu/HistoryBox.html
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Preprogram Activities: Preprogram Discussion Sheet 
 

 

Have you ever wondered how we know about the way people lived long ago? How do teachers 
and parents know about life in the “old” days? 
 
Historians, archaeologists, and anthropologists study objects made and used by people who lived 
long ago to learn about the past. They call the objects artifacts. An artifact is any object made or 
used by a human. It can be pottery, a diary, a plant, or even old garbage! 
 
Historians study artifacts to learn about what happened long ago. Like detectives, they analyze 
artifacts to learn about what people did, where they went, and what they owned. Historians also 
use many primary documents to learn about the past. Some common primary documents are 
journals, inventories, photographs, and diaries. 
 
Many people kept diaries long ago—even young people like you! Do you keep a diary? What 
things do you (would you) write about? 
 
What could a historian learn by reading your diary? 
 
Did you know that even garbage gives us clues about the past? Some archaeologists dig up 
garbage from long ago to learn about how people lived. They find this garbage in deep holes 
where people threw away their old clothing, bones from food, and broken things like plates and 
bottles. The holes where they find this old garbage are called trash pits, or middens. A modern 
midden is a landfill. As history detectives, archaeologists analyze discarded objects to learn about 
the people who made or used them. In the future, archaeologists may dig up our landfills to learn 
more about how we lived. 
 
What do you think they will find? 
 
Anthropologists study objects, environments, and behaviors to learn about traditions and cultures. 
They analyze these clues to learn how people lived together in families and communities. 
Anthropologists also study what people believed in and what kinds of things were important to 
them. 
 
All of these clues—letters, diaries, objects, environments, and behaviors—tell us about how 
people lived long ago. Some clues are easier to understand than others, and sometimes even 
historians, archaeologists, and anthropologists get confused. Still, being a history detective can 
be great fun! 
 

Have the students sit around you on the floor or at their desks. Read aloud to them, 
pausing to ask and answer questions. This discussion sheet is a framework for you to 
build upon. Feel free to use your own examples that you know will appeal to your 
students. Key vocabulary is underlined. 
Time required: 15 minutes 
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Preprogram Activities: Be an Anthropologist from the Future! 
 
Time required: 20 minutes 

 
1. What would an anthropologist from the future learn about you by studying your room? 
 

In the space below, make a list of things that can be found in your room. 

 
 

2. Imagine that you are an anthropologist from the future who is trying to figure out what the lives 
of people are like now by studying your room. 

 
How many people would you think live in this room? ____ 

 
What is your evidence, or what makes you think that? 

 
 

3. What kinds of clothing does the person who lives in this room wear? What is your evidence, or 
what makes you think that? 

 
 
4. What kinds of things does the person who lives in the room like? Name at least two things that 

the person probably likes. What is your evidence, or what makes you think that? 

 
 
5. What else can you tell about the person who lives in this room? Be sure to give your evidence.
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Postprogram Activities 

 
 
1. Continue to study colonial medical equipment by sharing the photographs from the article 

“The Illness or the Cure—Which Was Worse?” (pages 7–11) from the spring 1997 issue of 
Tar Heel Junior Historian magazine. Have students form hypotheses about how these tools 
were used as a lead-in to a discussion on how medical science has changed over time. 

 
2. Study mystery artifacts related to sewing by sharing the photographs from the article “Ouch! 

Prick Your Finger!” (pages 12–15) from the spring 1988 issue of Tar Heel Junior Historian 
magazine. Have students form hypotheses about how these tools were used, and then 
discuss how sewing and clothes making have changed over time. Note: the answers to the 
mystery artifacts are printed upside down on page 15. 

 
3. Guide students in making, ink, a sander, and a hornbook (pages 16–17). As an extra activity, 

have students write a paragraph comparing modern materials used in reading and writing to 
the materials used by children during colonial times. 
 

4. Share the article “Museum Detectives Use Solid Evidence” (pages 18–22) from the spring 
1992 issue of Tar Heel Junior Historian magazine. Guide students to explore their own 
material culture by bringing objects from home that tell about themselves, their families, or 
their culture. Have students work in teams to interpret what the objects suggest about the 
needs and values of the people who use them. 
 

5. Share the article “Oral Historians Listen to Witnesses” (pages 23–25) from the spring 1992 
issue of Tar Heel Junior Historian magazine. Have students develop questions and interview 
family members about the past. Your class may gather general oral history, or they may 
prefer to focus their investigation around specific questions. Some possibilities might be to 
examine what young people have done for fun, how the prices of things have changed over 
time, or how school experiences have changed. 
 
 

 

These activities include several articles from Tar Heel Junior Historian magazine. If you 
would like to receive free issues of future magazines, form a Tar Heel Junior Historian 
Association club in your school. To receive a membership application, please call Jessica 
Pratt at 919-807-7985, e-mail thjhaclubs@ncdcr.gov, or visit the museum’s Web site at 
http://www.ncmuseumofhistory.org/thjha/index.html. 
 

These activities include several articles from Tar Heel Junior Historian magazine. If you 
would like to receive free issues of future magazines, form a Tar Heel Junior Historian 
Association club in your school. To receive a membership application, please call Jessica 
Pratt at 919-807-7985, e-mail thjhaclubs@ncdcr.gov, or visit the museum’s website at 
http://www.ncmuseumofhistory.org/thjha/index.html. 

../../../Sally/Updated%202010%20DL%20program%20materials/thjhaclubs@ncdcr.gov
http://www.ncmuseumofhistory.org/thjha/index.html
file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/Share2$/EDUCATION/Sally/Updated%202010%20DL%20program%20materials/thjhaclubs@ncdcr.gov
http://www.ncmuseumofhistory.org/thjha/index.html
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Postprogram Activities: Colonial Reading and Writing 
 
Directions for Making Ink, Sander, and Hornbook 
 
Historical overview 

Few schools existed in North Carolina during the colonial period. Most children were educated at 
home by their parents or a sibling. Wealthy landowners sometimes hired tutors for their children. 
Boys generally studied academic subjects, and girls learned enough reading, writing, and 
arithmetic to manage domestic duties. Enslaved African Americans received little or no education. 
Some slaveholders prohibited the education of their slaves; others taught their slaves to read the 
Bible. Moravians stressed the importance of education. Girls and boys were taught in separate 
classes beginning at age six. The Cherokee had no formal system of education. Cherokee 
children learned skills from elders in their communities. 
 
Time 

Two or three forty-five-minute sessions 
 
Materials 
 
 For ink 
 walnut shells 
 saucepan 
 hot plate 
 water 
 salt 
 vinegar 
 cheesecloth 
 glass jar 
 small cups 
 paint shirts 
 
 For quills 
 turkey feathers (available at craft stores) or sharpened sticks 
 
 For sander 
 cheese sprinkler 
 sand 
 
 For hornbook 
 tagboard (7½" x 11") 
 blank or lined paper (5" x 6") 
 clear transparency film or plastic wrap 
 construction paper or ribbon 

masking tape 
 glue 
 
Vocabulary 

Hornbook. European settlers used a hornbook to teach the alphabet and reading to children. It 
was not really a book, but a thin piece of wood with a handle. A lesson sheet covered the wood. 
Printed on the sheet were the alphabet, simple syllable combinations, and a verse or prayer. The 
paper was covered with a thin transparent sheet made from the horn of a bull. 
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Procedure 

Talk it over 

 Brainstorm with students and make a list of materials we use today for writing and reading. 

 Lead discussion with students about what children in colonial times might have used for 
reading and writing. Show them the picture of the hornbook. Discuss how the hornbook might 
have been used for teaching children to read and write. Talk about making ink and using 
feathers for writing. 

 Compare the list of modern materials with the materials used by colonists. 
 
Make homemade ink 

 CAUTION: This is a dye and will stain permanently. Students should wear protective 
clothing such as a paint shirt. 

 Crush walnut shells into very small pieces. 

 Put the crushed shells into the saucepan, cover with water, bring to a boil, and simmer until 
the liquid is dark brown. 

 Sprinkle one teaspoon of salt and two to three tablespoons of vinegar into the liquid to set the 
dye.  

 Strain the liquid through the cheesecloth into the glass jar. Allow the ink to cool. 

 Pour the strained ink into small cups for each student or for pairs of students to share. 
 
Make a sander 

 Fill a clean cheese sprinkler with dry, clean sand. 
 
Make a hornbook 

 Cut a hornbook in the shape of a paddle (8½" x 7½") with a handle (2½" x ½") out of the 
tagboard.  

 Use a quill and ink to write the following on a sheet of paper (5" x 6"): 
the alphabet in uppercase and lowercase letters 
a set of two-letter syllables  
a verse, rhyme, or sentence 

 Sprinkle sand over the wet ink and wait until the ink is dry. 

 Shake the excess sand off the paper. 
 
NOTE: Students can write using the homemade ink and quills, but will need to practice before 
making the final copy for their hornbooks. 
 

 Glue the finished paper to the center of the paddle. 

 Cut a piece of transparency film or plastic wrap (5½" x 6½"). 

 Cut construction paper or ribbon into strips. Two strips will be ½" x 7 ½" and two strips will be 
½" x 6½". 

 Tape the transparency film or plastic wrap over the paper. Glue the border of the construction 
paper or ribbon around the edge of the transparency film or plastic wrap. 
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Contact Information 
 

 
 
 
 

North Carolina Museum of History 
5 East Edenton Street 

Raleigh, NC 27601 
 

Phone: 919-807-7900 
Fax: 919-713-8655 

 
http://ncmuseumofhistory.org/ 

 
 

Division of State History Museums  Office of Archives and History 
North Carolina Department of Cultural Resources, www.ncculture.com 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

We hope that you have enjoyed taking part in this distance learning program. We invite 
your comments and questions. Please take advantage of other distance learning 
programs offered by the North Carolina Museum of History, including History-in-a-Box 
kits, videos on demand, educator notebooks, and the Tar Heel Junior Historian 
Association, as well as professional development opportunities for educators. For more 
information, visit http://www.ncmuseumofhistory.org/edu/Classroom.html. 

 

http://ncmuseumofhistory.org/
http://www.ncmuseumofhistory.org/edu/Classroom.html

